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According to Chile's Central Bank, income from copper exports this year the country's number
one foreign exchange earner will drop by about US$450 million compared to 1992 due to declining
international prices. On May 7, the price per pound of copper hit US0.788 on London markets, the
lowest since 1987, when prices dropped to just below US0.78 per pound. Government spokespersons
say the economic slump in the advanced industrialized countries combined with China's efforts
to sell off its excess reserves since January are the central factors pushing prices down. Ironically,
China's excessive copper purchases last year had contributed to particularly high prices of over
US1.00 per pound in 1992. The high prices in turn increased Chile's copper export income to US
$3.886 billion last year. Officials say the fall in income places the government in a serious financial
bind, since President Patricio Aylwin's administration did not expect prices to drop below US
$0.96 per pound, and the government thus based its budget this year on much higher income
expectations. Chile is the world's largest copper exporter, and copper income accounts for the
lion's share of state revenue. The state mining company CODELCO (Corporacion del Cobre de
Chile) runs four huge mines around the country, which together produce about 40% of the nation's
copper exports. In fact, income may drop even more by year-end given the growing labor conflicts
at CODELCO's four mines. Last year, CODELCO drew up plans to "modernize" operations,
cutting costs through massive layoffs and selling off mineral reserves to the private sector. All
told, CODELCO cut its work force by 7%, or 2,000 employees in 1992, and the unions grouped in
the Copper Workers Confederation (Confederacion de Trabajadores del Cobre, CTC) fear more
layoffs this year. In early May, the CTC's 26,000 members held partial work stoppages to protest
the government's modernization plans, which they believe is the first step toward privatization
of the mines. By June, the government is scheduled to open individual contract negotiations with
the unions at CODELCO's four mines (Chuquicamata, El Teniente, El Salvador, and Andina).
The negotiations will cover both wage hikes as well as job stability, but union leaders say more
work stoppages and conflicts are probable, since management insists that the mines are extremely
overstaffed and inefficient. CODELCO will likely propose voluntary resignations rather than layoffs
such as early retirement with special benefits in the upcoming negotiations. The CTC counters
that rather than cut the work force, CODELCO should open new mines to expand output, and
discard plans to sell off mineral reserves to the private sector. Finally, massive mud slides at two of
CODELCO's mines El Teniente and Andina temporarily shut down operations in early May, causing
substantial losses. The mud slides, caused by torrential rains in late April, particularly damaged El
Teniente's installations, partially destroying the mine's generating plants, cutting off access roads,
and sealing up some of the tunnels. Officials estimate about US$1 million in losses for every day
that operations remain paralyzed at El Teniente, the largest copper mine in the world. El Teniente
produces about 314,000 metric tons of copper annually. Total sales of El Teniente minerals which
provides a variety of materials for export in addition to copper earned about US$766 million in 1992.
[Sources: South Pacific Mail (Chile), 04/24/93; Spanish news service EFE, 05/03/93; Agence FrancePresse, 05/04/93, 05/05/93, 05/08/93]
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